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Developers sometimes ask which aspects of look and feel contribute most to the \ 
overall usability of an application or Web site. They are typically surprised when I 
answer that the "look and feel 11 aspects aren't the major contributors at all. Look and hivhhhhbhpmh 

feel have been popular discussion topics for many years, and some developers have proposel3"yanoTJs' 
schemes purporting to allow an easy swap of one look and feel for another. They were perhaps compelled to 
this thinking to compensate for an inadequate understanding of their users. Around 1990, I became alarmed by 
the popularity of design architectures advocating paradigms like the User Interface Management Systems 
(UIMS) ihat enable a pluggable look and feel. Many of my colleagues and I felt thai look and feel represented 
only the tip of the iceberg. We felt that the set of concepts users must learn and understand to use a product 
or Web site effectively is actually the most important factor. I began using the iceberg analogy in 
presentations, articles, and books whenever possible. Since then it has been endorsed and reused by many 
practitioners in the field. 

While this analogy was developed through analysis and years of experience in designing graphical user 
interfaces (GUIs), the basic premise concerning the importance of concepts applies equally well to the design 
of Web sites. While some interface aspects may be weighted differently, the evolution ofWeb-based 
applications is reestablishing the applicability of this view. 
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Developers sometimes ask which aspects of look and feel contribute most to the overall usability of an 
application or Web site. They are typically surprised when I answer that the "look and feel" aspects aren't the 
major contributors at all. Look and feel have been popular discussion topics for many years, and some 
developers have proposed various schemes purporting to allow an easy swap of one look and feel for another. 

While this analogy was developed through analysis and years of experience in designing graphical user 
interfaces (GUIs), the basic premise concerning the importance of concepts applies equally well to the design of 
Web sites. While some interface aspects may be weighted differently, the evolution of Web-based applications 
is reestablishing the applicability of this view. 

-^Aspects of interface usability 
Let's examine the interface aspects that contribute to usability, and the role of look and feel. The usability of an 
interface can be analyzed by identifying three sets of aspects: look, feel, and the user model, as shown in 
Figure 1. The look includes aspects such as visual cues, feedback, and esthetics. ***** 558 

' Figure 1. The user model outweighs look and feel in the usability of an interface 

The user model 

The user model consists of aspects related to what the user is trying to accomplish, or in other words, the user's 
task goals. Continuing the language analogy, these goal-related aspects represent the semantics. They convey 
meaning in the conversation between the user and the system. ***** ^ — 558 
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A user model is typically described in terms of user objects, the behaviors and properties of those objects, and 
their interrelationships. 
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